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Agency for International Development (USAID), and other federal agencies; and discusses possible policy 
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in science and technology is used as a diplomatic tool to enhance another country’s development and to improve 
understanding by other nations of U.S. values and ways of doing business. These efforts could focus on both 
enhancing a nation’s science and technology (S&T) resources, as well as addressing developmental challenges 
where S&T could play a role. According to the National Research Council, five potential challenges include 
child health and child survival, safe water, agricultural research to reduce hunger and poverty, micro-economic 
reform, and mitigation of natural disasters. 
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Science, Technology, and American Diplomacy: 
Background and Issues for Congress 



Summary 

Science and engineering activities have always been international. Scientists, 
engineers, and health professionals frequently communicate and cooperate with one 
another without regard to national boundaries. This report discusses international 
science and technology (S&T) diplomacy, instances when American leadership in 
S&T is used as a diplomatic tool to enhance another country’s development and to 
improve understanding by other nations of U.S. values and ways of doing business. 
According to the National Research Council, five developmental challenges where 
S&T could play a role include child health and child survival, safe water, agricultural 
research to reduce hunger and poverty, micro-economic reform, and mitigation of 
natural disasters. 

Title V of the Foreign Relations Authorization Act, FY1979 (P.L. 95-426) 
provides the current legislative guidance for U.S. international S&T policy. This act 
states that Department of State (DOS) is the lead federal agency in developing S&T 
agreements. The National Science and Technology Policy, Organization, and 
Priorities Act of 1976 (P.L. 94-282) states that the director of the White House Office 
of Science and Technology Policy (OSTP) is to advise the President on international 
S&T cooperation policies and the role of S&T considerations in foreign relations. 

DOS sets the overall policy direction for U.S. international S&T diplomacy, and 
works with other federal agencies as needed. Within DOS, the Bureau of Oceans and 
International Environmental and Scientific Affairs (OES) coordinates international 
S&T activities. The Science and Technology Advisor to the Secretary of State 
(STAS) provides S&T advice to the Secretary and the director of the U.S. Agency 
for International Development (USAID). OSTP acts as a interagency liaison. A 
number of federal agencies that both sponsor research and use S&T in developing 
policy are involved in international S&T policy. 

A fundamental question is why the United States should invest in international 
S&T diplomacy instead of domestic research and development (R&D) and science, 
technology, engineering, and mathematics education (STEM) activities, which are 
facing budget constraints. If Congress should decide that funding international S&T 
activities is important, agreeing on a policy goal beyond enhancing the country’s 
development, such as improving U.S. relations with other countries, or enhancing 
popular opinion of the United States may help set priorities. 

Policy options identified for Congress by expert committees who have assessed 
U.S. international S&T diplomacy efforts include taking actions in response to 
concerns about (1) the lack of S&T expertise, presence, and global engagement at 
DOS, (2) a decline in support for S&T capacity at USAID, and (3) a lack of coherent 
and integrated international S&T policy direction and federal coordination role at 
OSTP. Reversing those trends would likely require additional financial resources 
and personnel with expertise in S&T. Possible additional actions include enhancing 
the prominence of, and coordination among, S&T leaders at OES, STAS, and OSTP. 
This report will be updated as events warrant. 
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Science, Technology, and American 
Diplomacy: Background and Issues for 

Congress 

Introduction 

Scientists, engineers, and health professionals frequently communicate and 
cooperate with one another without regard to national boundaries . Dating back to the 
1700s, Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson are thought of as the nation’s first 
scientific diplomats. 1 Scientists and inventors themselves, they corresponded with 
colleagues and brought knowledge back from their visits to Europe to enhance the 
development and policies of the very young United States. Today, the United States 
serves the same role for other countries that are in the early stages of development 
or at a major point of transition. Congress is currently discussing how to maximize 
the effectiveness of these international science and technology (S&T) policy 
activities. 2 

This report provides an overview of current U.S. international S&T policy; 
describes the role of the Department of State (DOS), the White House Office of 
Science and Technology Policy (OSTP), the U.S. Agency for International 
Development (USAID), and other federal agencies; and discusses possible policy 
options for Congress. It focuses on international science and technology diplomacy, 
where American leadership in science and technology is used as a diplomatic tool to 
enhance another country’s development and to improve understanding by other 
nations of U.S. values and ways of doing business. These efforts could focus on both 
enhancing a nation’s science and technology (S&T) resources, as well as addressing 
developmental challenges where S&T could play a role. According to the National 
Research Council, five potential challenges include child health and child survival, 
safe water, agricultural research to reduce hunger and poverty, micro-economic 
reform, and mitigation of natural disasters. 3 
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2 See, for example, U.S. Congress, House Committee on Science and Technology, 
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Cooperation, hearing, 110 th Cong., 2 nd sess., April 2, 2008, at 
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